HER-2/neu gene in primary and local metastatic axillary lymph nodes in human breast tumors.
In order to verify whether the HER-2/neu gene is involved in the initial phases of neoplastic disease or in its progression, we evaluated the amplification and overexpression of this gene in the primary tumor and in synchronous metastatic axillary lymph nodes of 26 women with operable breast cancer. HER-2/neu was amplified in 35% and overexpressed in 33% of the primary sites; similar percentages were found in lymph nodes. The clear correlation between the two disease sites regarding gene, mRNA and protein levels, supports the hypothesis that this gene is involved in the initial and invasive phases of neoplasia. Its actual role with respect to other biological tumor characteristics during the metastatic process should be investigated further.